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San Juan, Puerto Rico   -   Did you know that someone messed up the names?  It all happened many years ago when an early cartographer accidentally switched the names of the port, Puerto Rico, and the island, San Juan, on a map.  The original names certainly made more sense.  Puerto Rico translates to “rich port” and Juan was the name of a son of one of the Spanish rulers.  Nonetheless, the switched (incorrect) names stuck, and there seems to be no sentiment to make a change.
I visited both of the above when I traveled here recently with 13 high school students and their two Spanish teachers.  I had been to Puerto Rico several times, but not during the past 15 years.  Changes were readily apparent.

There is now an effective system of freeways allowing traffic to move quickly from one end of the island to the other.  It could also be argued that some of the charm was lost in the process, as it is difficult to forget that you are not sitting on an L.A. or D.C. freeway during rush hour as you approach San Juan at rush hour.  Essentially all of the billboards and road signage are in Spanish, and the radio stations seem to be filled with Spanish rap.  Interestingly, speed limits are posted in miles per hour, but distances are in kilometers, with neither units marked as such.  Go figure.
Even the Spanish language here has a distinctive flavor.  I am not talking about a hybrid Spanish-English “Spangish” which I hear so often among Spanish-speaking students at our school.  We learned that several words here are different from traditional textbook Spanish.  An orange, for example, is called “la china’, although in most Spanish-speaking cultures, it is referred to as “la naranja.”  Island cultures tend to have these idiosyncrasies. 

Tourism is the island’s main industry.  Because Puerto Rico is a self-governing commonwealth in association with the United States, it is in a unique situation in which visitors from the United States do not require passports or a different currency.  Cruise ships plying the southern Caribbean almost always begin their cruises here, and air fares from the United States can be very inexpensive [we had a round-trip ticket from Washington, DC for only $246].  The Puerto Rican government is well-aware of the lifeblood provided by its annual inflow of 4 million tourists and does everything to make their experience safe and enjoyable.  You cannot walk 100 yards in the Condado section of San Juan (where all the major hotels and high end shops are located) without seeing several policemen, day or night.  On the evening we arrived, there was also a free concert on the Old San Juan waterfront sponsored by the Tourism Ministry.
There appears to be a love-hate relationship between puertorriqueños (Puerto Ricans) and the United States.  Most do not want independence, and prefer to be Americans, but Americans with a more favorable status than the status quo.  Since there are very few natural resources on the island, much of the economy depends on financial assistance and economic incentives from the U.S.  This scenario leads many to desire statehood, so that the island can achieve equal status with other Americans.  Most still prefer to retain the commonwealth status, but with greater, and more consistent, support from the U.S.  There does not appear to be much movement in either direction at the moment.
From my perspective, as long as the beaches and the weather are warm and inviting, and the puertorriqueños remain so hospitable, I do not particularly care which system of government is in place.  Piña coladas will do that to a person.
I thought you might like to know.
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